The Archaeologist
Grade Level: 

6-12

Time of Activity:

This activity takes about one hour.

Learning Outcomes:

This activity increases observation of minute detail, enhances note-taking skills, develops analytical and interpretive skills, and improves critical selection skills. 

Materials:

Wastepaper basket with interesting trash (crumpled papers, empty paper cup, broken pencil, old magazine, etc.)

Writing materials (paper and pencils/pens) 

Activities:

Setup. The activity begins in a dramatic, almost shocking manner. Without saying a word, the instructor walks into a classroom, moves directly to the wastepaper  basket, and turning the basket upside down, empties its contents in the center of the room. Once the giggling stops, the instructor sets the stage. 
Step 1. The first question to ask is this: “What is an archaeologist? What exactly do they do?” Your goal is to get to the idea that archaeologists study trash, that much of their work actually takes place where people have discarded everyday items. Then ask students to activate their imaginations and pretend that they no longer live in the twenty-first century, but rather in the twenty-fourth. Then ask them to imagine that they are archaeologists engaging in a dig during which they have uncovered the very classroom we are sitting in.
Step 2. Divide the class into four groups, giving each group between five and seven minutes to examine the trash on the center of the floor. Instruct the groups to bring paper and pencil so they can take notes on their observations. While one group is closely examining the trash, tell the other three groups to observe the trash from afar if they have not yet done a close examination, or if they have, to begin to discuss and interpret what they have seen up close. When all four groups have had an opportunity to closely examine the trash (we make the last group responsible for returning the trash to the wastepaper basket), give them ten minutes to discuss their findings. During this time, instruct hem to think about the people who inhabited the space they are studying and what they can learn about those people from the information found in the trash, and only from the information found in the trash. 

Step 3. At the end of the ten-minute discussion, ask students to write individual reports imagining that they will be presented to a prestigious group of archaeologist meeting to discuss the new findings. Give them another ten minutes to write, and then have the students reassemble in groups, share their papers, and select the one paper that will represent their group at the meeting. The first time we do this exercise we ask the students to suggest things to look out for that will help them select the best paper, the one that will represent their group. Students then share the four selected papers with the whole group.
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